6z    BRITISH INSTITUTIONS OF TO-DAY
§3. the king and the empire
The British Empire  began  with the notion  of
allegiance to a king, for the Puritans who escaped to
America from the persecuting Church and State system
of Laud and Wentworth continued to regard them-
selves as English subjects. This is still a characteristic
feature to-day, since—if we except the Protectorates,
which are not in the eyes of the law part of the Empire
—a citizen of any part of the Empire, whatever his
race, may come to Britain and be elected a Member of
Parliament, or, if he resides here, may vote in elections:
allegiance is the only test. Until recently this essential
connection between King and Empire was hidden by
the fact that there were so many other links.    The
British Parliament was competent to legislate for the
whole Empire, and the (mainly British) Judicial Com-
mittee of the Privy Council was competent to decide
appeal cases for the whole Empire.  But in 1931 the
Statute of Westminster declared that Britain and the
Dominions (Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South
Africa, Newfoundland, and the Irish Free State) were
all legal equals, which means that any regulation by
the mother country survives only on sufferance. Thus
the crisis of December 1936, when King Edward VIII
determined to abdicate, could only be surmounted by
the decision of each separate Dominion to give his
determination the force of law. Had any refused to do
so, the unity of the Commonwealth would have
been destroyed.1
From this there follows the increased importance of
the King in relation to the Empire. In the past
1 As it was, the reign was legally terminated in the Union of South Africa
the day before, and in the Irish Free State the day after, its termination in
the rest of the Commonwealth.

